Visions Amusement Park

A Brief History

~Foozycoaster


Many words can be used to describe Visions Amusement park, and few have been used.  A park almost forgotten in time, it was considered one of the greatest parks to don the golden era.  Among the great Coney Island, and Chicago’s Riverview Park, Visions stood its own in the woods of Virginia.  The most revolutionary park in the world between 1922, and 1958, Visions Amusement Park attracted millions of visitors, and was one of the only parks to survive America’s great depression.  It was said to have a unique aura, and atmosphere, that separated it from the others.  The Richmond park was home to some of the world’s most amazing rides, and was far beyond the industry standard of its time.


Surprisingly few records have been kept of the park, which astonishes many, since the recent rediscovery.  I once had the pleasure to tour the grounds, but what I found was rather depressing.  Ruins and burned structures is all that remains. The place was unmistakably devastated, and overgrown. Vines covered the once brilliant marble, and ash on the crumbled wood.  A black ruin of pollution and sadness, I wondered how such a place was ever a wondrous land of beauty.

History


The park was started by Frederic Raleigh; it was in planning from 1920.  Barely 20 acres at beginning, It featured 2 small sections, amazing in architecture, but tiny.  Highlighted by a pair of racers, the Thunderbolt Racers were a splendor of modern design.  Built around the ‘Ivory Towers’, it became a perfect entry to the park.  A double station was constructed over the main pathway, making an unusual tunneled midway, cramped with amazing detail.  Teenagers were known to climb the underside of the track, and onto the top of the station.  Several flower collages inside the station made of an interesting feel to the station, and the warm fluorescent lights of the station made it a popular nightly ‘hangout’ for youths.  Large storage towers on the sides of the twin lift hills were a true spectacle from on the ride.  Each ride circled both, between duals.


The ride was said to be rather unique, and provided some thrills found nowhere else in the park. Since the ride started with unequal approaches to the lift hills, the employees taught themselves split second mistiming to perfect the ride’s duels.  After the lift hills, the rides swooped away from each other, and after running through the structure, raced past the opposite, above the station, and below an odd latticework made to hold the towers together.  A sweeping turn followed, around the first drop of the other lead to a set of small hills over the midway and station.  The following set of drops was fast, steep, and beautiful.  Attracting tourists, and photographers around the globe, this pair of picturesque dives seemed to characterize the 1920s, and the portion of the history of the park.


After the symmetrical plunges, the track reached far into the ground, covered by a set of Romanesque pillars.  Shortly after, a swift turn lead into a twisting bolt out of a shrub-encased tunnel exit.  This led to a small, and compact twister section, coiling around the lift approach of the other ride.  When the ride opened, it was equipped with a set of unique brake systems.  Originally, the friction bars would move outwards, and scrape the wheel assembly.  No reason has been found as to why the uneven brakes were made this way, and they were quite a hassle.  In one of the island’s towers, an enormous collection of brake equipment, and worn wheels was found.  Eight years later, the park reprofiled the ride, and replaced the skim-brake system with a standard fin-clamping device.  The ride only carried one train on each track, seeing as how the only transfer tracks were manual, and required large teams to pick up the individual cars, and move them.  During the harsh Virginian winters, the cars were stored in the first and second floors of the left tower, where I found them in disrepair on my own visit.


The park was expanded in 1931, where the park’s management contacted William Harrison, the owner of a small Floridian estate, (see Palm Springs Amusement park; History Today) to construct the park’s only family-style roller coaster.  A unique glassy station, fitted with an interesting garden in front, adorned the park’s third midway, across from a storage shed, and symphony platform.  The park named the ride Whirler, for its signature helix.  The ride started with a one of a kind ‘diving helix’, in which the track dived under the brakes, and itself.  A swift turn led to a brilliant 495-degree helix, around a small decorative building.  The building was originally planned to include a small waterfall, but the plumbing modifications would have proved to be too expensive. Two small hills lead to another helix, only 225-degrees, around a wooded shack, used as a plumbing buckler for the area, which could be vaguely seen form a path that loosely encircled it, and from the park’s log flume ride, when it was built in the 40’s.  Several tiny hills led to the brakes, through the supports of the lift hill, and back into the station.  The ride was renound for its mix, and blend of three atmospheres, one, along the brightly lit midway, another on a cheery bright tower, and a third, deep in the woods, which made for a frightening experience at night for the youngsters.


Another expansion was made to the third midway, 2 years later.  The park’s Second major roller coaster, the Ravenous Bobs, was built.  The ride was said to have inspired its more famous cousin; the Riverview bobs.  Painted in similar colors to the Thunderbolt Racers, it was the park’s most exciting ride, and most masterfully crafted at the time.  A small station was built for its one train operation, with glass spheres, which bent the light in the wooded queue. The lift was built directly out of the station, and had a large flat section after the crest to alleviate all stress on the rather weak chain.  Next, a steep drop lead to a stacked turn section, where a large turn lead into a small Hill, full of negative Gs.  The triple turn section was known to partially collapse many times, so the supports were rebuilt many times, and left a home-made look.  A second half-helix rose and dived into the ride’s first complete helix, which swooped form the top of the previous turn, to directly under it.  The helix was said to particularly amazing, because of the smaller helix embedded in it.  The track then glided into the second layer of the stacked turn, which part was rather flat, and in the same direction as the first.  After another small turn, the ride ran shakily through an all too sharp reversal turn.  A small dip followed, and the ride traversed the final section of the stacked turn.  A small flat section of track then led to a rise, and a small helix, in the middle of the first.  The Ravenous Bobs finished with a speedy set of bunny hills into the one piece brakes, and a small drive chain pushed the seven-piece train back into the cramped station.


The Ravenous Bobs was considered to be one of the best in the Bobs line, challenged only by the masterful Bell Vue Bobs, and the Bobs at Riverview Park, in Chicago.  It also developed a unique reputation at the park.  In 1939, a woman, Charlene Rader, had her dress snagged off near the start of the ride.  The story was published around the area, along with a famous photo from a tourist, which was printed front page of the local press, in its censored form.  The situation was hilarious, and the stories and press raised attendance, even during the 40’s.

The next year, 1934, the park bought a used Scenic Railway , from a closing park in Ohio.  The title deceived many efforts to research the ride, as there was none of the famous scenery that was common with the scenic railway.  The ride was a slow out-and-back ride with a wide turnaround, similar to the developing Cedar Point’s ride.  The ride was extremely unpopular, and a station fire caused most of the rides machinery to collapse during midseason.  The park decided not to repair the ride, and construction was begun upon the existing structure immediately.


The new ride was called WildCat, and it is uncertain who constructed it.  The park’s owner, Frederic Raleigh, had designed it, to follow the basic footprint of the Scenic Railway.  A significantly larger lift led to a near 60 degree drop, starting the ride with the ‘airtime’ it would become known for.  The Scenic Railway had supplied space for a large turnaround, which was used by the WildCat as a swooping twist, taken at great, almost unsafe speeds.  The turning drop was placed around a small diner, which was included in the ride’s blueprints, for affect.  A second small turn, in the opposite direction led into a large hill, next to the lift.  Following the hill, a second turnaround was taken, almost entirely identical to the first, including the small turning hill in the opposite direction.  A set of small, and fast hills ran along the length of the ride, before wrapping around the turnaround, and crossing under to run the length again, in another set of hops.  The ride finished with a double turn around the second turnaround, and into a strip of brakes.  A pusher motor, similar to the one on the Ravenous Bobs was used in 2 places after the brake run, which was placed around the 3 sets of transfer track.  The transfer track was operated manually, and had no machinery involved with it at all.  It was comprised of track, identical to the track of the ride, with a set of wooden blocks, to keep the train from running off.


In 1935, the park started digging the second manmade body of water in the park, in front of the Whirler midway.  The lake was told to be a reflecting pond, for viewing only, yet a mysterious cemented block lay in the center, ony a few feet underwater.  You were able to see it, along with pipes and wiring, on a sunny day.  Unknown to the park’s touring patrons, plans were already in development for an experimental engineering masterpiece.  Construction did not continue in the area until 1940.


The same year, the parks management was contacted by a lodging company based in Utah.  The hotels made by the contractors were usually built deep in the wilderness, and resembled large log cabins.  The back corner of the park, completely undeveloped, served as the perfect place for a similar hotel.  The Cambridge Hotel was built, under the condition that the park was paid a large sum of money on park improvements, and royalty.  The hotel was a huge success, and the first in-park hotel in amusement parks’ recorded history.  The improvement money was used to build a new signature feature for the quickly growing Visions Amusement Park, the illustrious Grey Wolf.  The Experience of the ride was amazing, utilizing the unique rock formations of the area.  The train raced in and out of the park’s most wooded corner,  Diving through quarries, over buildings, and around The Cambridge Hotel.  The Lodge also had the first known instance of ERT, exclusive ride time.  After hours, hotel-goers were able t enter a special portion of the queue, and ride the coaster at night.  The fast ride in the pitch black night was so memorable, that in some instances, people would make reservations at the hotel, and never stay.


The Lift was followed by a dip, and wide turn, over the small bridge between the Express train, and the hotel.  The first drop was unique, it reached its maximum slope in the first 15 feet of the drop, and with the train already at a reasonable speed, the pop of air was the most abrupt in the park.  The steep dive followed into the first quarry, in and out of rock formations, before raising into a very wide second hill.  The G’s remained at about 0 for the entire apex of the hill, creating a great ‘floating’ sensation. The third hill was smaller, and had a sharper crest, and the G’s were recorded at about –1.2.  A longer tunnel in the blasted and refitted rock formation lead to the unique turnaround.   A rising turn wrapped around a tall rock, and then slowly dived at 25 degrees, through a dense concentration of trees and foliage.


The following hill was the only hill visible from the midway.  It smoothly popped over one of the buildings to the entry of the hotel.  The smooth jump was a perfect vintage point for a snapshot of the ride.  This dipped into another, smaller hill.  A sweeping upwards turn lead into the rides elegant double helix.  Built around another rock precipice, it was slanted at 20 degrees, and produced intense forces that the bottom of each swoop.  The helix required the most trees to be cleared of any part of the ride, but from any given viewpoint, there was enough support and track for you not to notice a thing.  A small set of trim brakes, the parks only set, was never used, and the train always ripped up the following 2 hops, both 180 degree rotations.


The park’s Second hotel was built directly after, in envy of the The Cambridge Hotel’s success.   The Romero Inn, as it was called, was a much more elegant, and luxurious inn, than its cross-park neighbor.  The Hotel was highlighted by bright, Romantic architecture, and it’s 2 wings.  It could room more or less the same as The Cambridge Hotel, but the ‘cosier’ atmosphere drew more patrons.  The inn also sponsored one of the park’s attractions, the Visions Railway.  The train Encircled the parks signature architecture, around pathways, through the woods, and Included a long tunnel under the Entrance plaza.  The 4 stations were each of individual design, and made to fit in to the area.  The signature Station was very near the park’s entry.

The year 1950 marked the next step in the parks development, and introduces the signature attraction for the entire Visions complex.  The extravagant Sun Wheel was introduced, in the center of the park’s prominent lake, shrouding the area in its wonder.

The Spokes were over 50 feet long each, and giant steel rings holding the large open air vehicles.  The cars themselves had 2 large benches, in a small framework of a Few bars.  There were no restraints, so people would often stand, and view the wonder and Awe of Visions Amusement Park from its towering peak.  The machine was enormous, and a hassle to maintain.  A large crew of mechanics was situated in the rides concrete ‘island’, situated directly underneath the large, curved loading platform.

The placement of the wheel on the lake caused for the park to make a ferry system, between it, and the shore.  The ferry station was also where appointments for the 30-minute ride were made.

The secrecy of the construction made it especially hard to document, so I could only gather this much information.

Rumor says that in 1955, the park constructed a giant wooden coaster, of which there is no proof.  When I went to the park grounds, in the supposed corner location, I found only plantlife, ash, and concrete.  The park drew to a close in 1960, as the huge plot of real estate was worth more than the park was making yearly.  The plot was never purchased though, and another golden age legend closed its gates for the final time.
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